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‘horizon scanning’ for biotechnology 
advances and provides information,” 
wrote Zoe Williams in The Guardian.
Donna Dickenson, emeritus professor 
of medical ethics at the University of 
London, said that a fundamental part of 
the HFEA’s work is consultative, taking 
the cultural temperature on issues 
like animal–human hybrid embryos. 
“We don’t have a statutory national 
ethic commission. Almost every other 
European country does,” she says.
“Putting a value on the subtle 
negotiations between science, 
government, public opinion and ethics 
is not easy,” writes Williams. “But 
we can say for certain they are not 
without value.”
Another major body being closed 
down is the Royal Commission on 
Environmental Pollution (RCEP). Set 
up in 1970, it has reported on a wide 
range of issues, from nuclear power 
and the environment, the release 
of genetically modified organisms, 
and freshwater quality, to its latest 
study on the environmental impact 
of demographic change. It is led by 
the ecologist Sir John Lawton with 
members of considerable expertise.
But Caroline Spelman, the 
government’s environment secretary, 
announced last month the closure of 
several advisory bodies, including the 
RCEP.
“Times have changed since many 
of these bodies were set up and much 
of what they do is now everyday 
government business,” she said.
Scrutiny: John Lawton, head of the Royal 
Commission on Environmental Pollution, 
which is also being disbanded. (Picture: 
James King-Holmes/Science Photo Library.) Tourism to the Galápagos Islands, 
located some 1,000 km off the coast 
of Ecuador, started very slowly. In 
1535 the Bishop of Panama landed 
there, although he intended to travel 
to Peru and lost his way. Three 
hundred years later Charles Darwin 
arrived at the archipelago and stayed 
for five weeks, studying the area’s 
unusual wildlife, which became a 
crucial influence on his theories of 
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Unesco’s decision to remove 
the iconic islands from the list of 
threatened heritage sites has drawn 
mixed reactions. Michael Gross 
reports.evolution. Due to the absence of 
mammalian predators, the fauna on 
the islands is dominated by reptiles, 
including giant tortoises and a variety 
of iguanas, and a multitude of bird 
species, including the finches that 
Darwin famously studied. 
Ecuador, which claimed the islands 
in 1832, sent a few settlers and 
prisoners there. In 1959, after the 
last penal colony closed, most of the 
surface area of the islands became 
a national park. The Charles Darwin 
Research Station began operating 
in 1964, and, by the end of the 
60s, visitors began to arrive in their 
thousands. 
With the tourist influx swelling to 
around 60,000 annually by the end 
of the century, more settlers arrived 
hoping to make a living in the tourism Threatened: The loss of Unesco status for the Galápagos Islands is causing concern about 
their future. (Picture: Robert Brown/Photolibrary.)
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deep unease among consumers, the 
milk is not being labelled or identified 
in any way, leaving shoppers in the 
dark about what they are drinking. 
The dairy farmer involved said 
he wanted to remain anonymous 
because the British public regards 
cloning as so distasteful that buyers 
would stop taking his milk.”
Poulter explained that the cows 
in question began life in the US as 
embryos created from the eggs of 
cloned prize-winning Holstein cows 
and sperm from normal bulls. “The 
resulting supersize animals can be 
used to produce massive quantities 
of milk and for breeding purposes.”
The following day, under a banner 
headline “100 Cloned Cows On UK 
Farms”, Poulter said that the “secret 
spread” of the animals into the food 
system had sparked alarm. “Critics 
claim the health effects on humans of 
clone or clone-descended produce 
are not yet clear. There are also 
ethical and animal welfare arguments 
against remodelling nature in the 
laboratory,” he wrote. “Critics warn 
that just as genetically modified 
crops, or ‘Frankenstein food’, was 
initially rushed into supermarkets 
without consultation, so the same is 
happening with clone farming.” 
“Of course, the technophiles 
would say cloned milk is fine,” added 
science writer Colin Tudge. “As with 
GMOs, they say our misgivings arise 
from ‘ignorance’ ... But there are 
good reasons for caution — and the 
ignorance lies not with people at 
large but with that powerful minority 
of scientists who are pushing these 
technologies simply because they 
could be lucrative ... Science has sold 
out — particularly in agriculture.”industry, posing an increasing threat 
to the unique and fearless wildlife 
studied by Darwin. While the island 
officially only had 17,000 inhabitants in 
2000, many more arrived unrecorded, 
and some saw the national park as 
a nuisance and resorted to arson to 
clear land for their own use. 
The Galápagos Islands became 
Unesco’s very first World Heritage Site 
in 1978, attracting yet more visitors. 
In 2007, Unesco’s World Heritage 
Committee, following an application 
from the International Union for 
the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), 
included the archipelago in its ‘Danger 
List’ of threatened sites, responding 
to concerns about the growth in 
population and tourism, overfishing 
(especially of sea-cucumbers), and the 
introduction of invasive species.
The Ecuadorian government took 
action to address these concerns, 
such that now, at a meeting held in 
Brasilia at the end of July, the World 
Heritage Site Committee decided to 
remove the islands from the red list of 
threatened sites. In a statement, the 
Committee declared that significant 
progress had been made by Ecuador 
in addressing these problems. 
It welcomed the government’s 
continuing efforts to strengthen 
conservation measures, especially in 
dealing with introduced species.
Environmental organisations such 
as the IUCN criticised the step. Tim 
Badman from the IUCN said that the 
islands “should not be removed from 
the Danger List as there is still work 
to be done […] and the situation 
in the Galápagos remains critical.” 
IUCN director general Julia Marton-
Lefèvre also told the press that it was Cloned cow 
controversy
Mediawatch: Bernard Dixon looks 
at the reaction to the discovery of 
products from cloned animals in 
Britain.
As a few mavericks in genetic 
modification discovered over a 
decade ago, disregarding regulations, 
accidentally or because you believe 
them over-restrictive, can mean 
attracting media opprobrium out of 
all proportion to any actual hazards 
of what you are doing. Now farmers “premature” to remove the islands 
from the list. 
However, the Ecuadorian 
government under President Rafael 
Correa welcomed the move and 
vowed to ensure that the islands 
won’t have to be listed as threatened 
again. Among other measures, the 
government has tightened the rules 
governing the numbers and itineraries 
of visitors, and it has evicted 2,000 
illegal settlers from the islands. In 
his weekly radio programme, Correa 
announced that after this decision 
his government will “continue the 
work to improve the situation on the 
islands with equal enthusiasm, as a 
lot remains to be done.” Environment 
minister Marcela Aguiñaga called the 
red-listing a “punishment” and said 
that all agencies involved would work 
together to avoid it in the future. 
New arrivals in the list of currently 
34 threatened World Heritage Sites 
include the Kasubi Tombs in Uganda, 
the burial sites of the rulers of the 
ancient kingdom of Buganda, which 
were partially destroyed by a fire in 
March, along with the Everglades 
National Park (Florida, US), the Bagrati 
cathedral and Gelati monastery 
(Georgia), and the rainforests of 
Atsinanana (Madagascar). 
Other natural sites on the danger 
list (http://whc.unesco.org/en/danger/) 
include five separate national parks 
in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, the Manas Wildlife Sanctuary 
in India, and the Belize Barrier Reef 
System. 
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.uk.Next, on 4 August, the Daily Mail 
revealed that “Beef from a clone farm 
bull has illegally entered the food 
chain, ending up on family dining 
tables. The animal, the offspring of 
a cloned cow, was slaughtered last 
summer and the meat put on sale 
to the public.” In an editorial, the 
newspaper said that cattle cloning 
was “a scientific leap in the dark, 
whose implications for human and 
animal health have yet to be fully 
investigated.”
There was, however, more 
information for on-line readers, who 
were told that the US government had 
ruled that milk and meat from cloned 
cows, goats and pigs was as safe to 
eat as any other food. “After looking 
have learned the same lesson, 
following newspaper disclosures that 
people in Britain have, unknowingly, 
been consuming milk and beef from 
cloned cows. The main feature of 
the furore during August was the 
implication that dangers were  
self-evident, rather than any concrete 
evidence of risk.
The story broke on 2 August with 
the Daily Mail’s headline “Clone 
farm’s milk on sale”. Consumer 
Affairs Editor Sean Poulter wrote that 
“Milk from the offspring of cloned 
cows is secretly — and illegally — 
going into high street shops. Despite 
